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Music is a powerful stimulus for student engagement precisely because it speaks directly to our emotions 
while still allowing us to use our brains to analyse it and its effects if we so wish. A piece of music can change 
the atmosphere in a classroom, it can amuse and entertain. 
As we all know, the acquisition of a foreign language involves learning different language aspects such as 
phonetics, vocabulary, grammar, sociocultural aspects, etc. However, teaching these aspects to pupils in a 
formal or a traditional way is not very effective since their capacity of abstraction is not fully developed yet and 
they need to discover the language in an enjoyable, inductive and fun way.  
For these reasons, songs and nursery rhymes should be introduced in the classroom, since they are 
considered one of the most interesting resources to teach English as a foreign language at these stages.  
On the one hand, songs can be defined as ‘short metrical and musical compositions intended or adapted for 
singing’. On the other hand, nursery rhymes are short, traditional poems containing a number of words with 
similar sound patterns which have been traditionally taught to very young children in Great Britain and the 
USA. Moreover, songs and nursery rhymes usually contain many poetic elements, such as: metaphors, 
parallelisms, alliterations, rhythms, personifications… 
WHY SHOULD WE USE SONGS AND NURSERY RHYMES? 
The use of music in the second language classroom has received notable research support. Gardner’s (1993) 
Multiple Intelligence Theory is consistent with the use of music as a vehicle for L2 learning in order to tap as 
wide a variety of intelligences as possible (interpersonal, musical, visual-spatial…). 
There is a strong practical evidence showing the numerous benefits of using songs and nursery rhymes 
within second language lessons. Both tools cannot only improve our pupils’ listening and writing skills but they 
can also teach phonetic, semantic and cultural aspects of the target language.  
According to Murphey, the most common reasons why teachers have to take songs to their foreign language 
lessons are: 
• To talk about the singer and the lyrics. 
• To translate them. 
• To encourage intensive and extensive listening. 
• To encourage creativity and imagination. 
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Songs and nursery rhymes are full of lexicon, they use authentic language and students can take advantage 
of their repetition and musicality, contributing to the learning of new expressions. When students listen to 
them again and again they acquire and receive a great language input unconsciously. They also help to create a 
relaxing and pleasant atmosphere, motivating students in the learning and introducing fun and happiness in 
the foreign language classroom.  
TYPOLOGY OF SONGS 
According to Brewster, songs can be classified into three main categories:  
1. Action songs, which involve performing actions in line with the lyrics of the songs (‘If you’re happy and you 
know it clap your hands’). These songs are closely related to the Total Physical Response method (TPR), 
developed by James Asher (1977), which is based on the idea of learning language through actions and 
commands. 
2. Traditional songs, which convey foreign customs, helping our pupils to appreciate the English culture and to 
discover useful details of lifestyle, eating habits, sports, pastimes and festivals. 
3. Pop songs, which were born in Great Britain and include many styles and representative singers, such as 
The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, Elton John, James Blunt, etc. 
However, we can also use many other types, like topic songs, which support the acquisition of vocabulary 
(e.g. ‘Head, shoulders, knees and toes’, ‘I see something pink’…); spelling songs, used to train the English 
alphabet (e.g. ‘The ABC song’, ‘Apples and bananas’…) and songs for special occasions, which are played for 
celebrating festivities or special events during the school year (e.g. ‘Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer’, 
‘Halloween night’, ‘Happy Birthday’…). 
We can also find a wide range of nursery rhymes which can be introduced into our lessons. Some examples 
of rhymes we can teach our pupils are ‘Baa, baa black sheep’, ‘Twinkle, twinkle little star’, ‘Humpty Dumpty’, 
‘Hickory, dickory, dock’, ‘Rain, rain, go away’... If we put them into practice within our lessons they will provide 
us with effective results.  
HOW AND WHEN TO USE SONGS AND NURSERY RHYMES? 
Songs and nursery rhymes can be used at the beginning, during or at the end of any lesson. We may use 
them in many different ways in the language classroom: as short warm-ups to start our lessons, to introduce 
new language, to revise and practise language, to change the mood or to get everyone’s attention.  
When using music within our English classroom, we must select songs that are suitable for the age group we 
are teaching and make clear which language aspect we are going to practise or reinforce (pronunciation, 
grammar, vocabulary, spelling, etc.). We can build up the following record chart which will help us to analyse 
the full potential of each song and rhyme.  
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Title Language focus Cultural, curriculum, 
topic or story links 
Suitable age 
groups 
Comments 
1. Head, 
shoulders, 
knees and 
toes 
Parts of the 
body 
Conjunctions  
 
Drama 
Physical education 
5-10 years 
old 
Flexible: is 
enjoyed by most 
children, can 
make it more 
challenging by 
speeding up and 
leaving out words 
  
In order to work with songs and nursery rhymes, it is recommendable to follow some steps: 
• Playing the song or rhyme for pupils to listen to. 
• Singing the song or rhyme by ourselves, using mime, gestures or visual aids to represent high frequency 
words or expressions (flashcards, pictures, mime, puppets…).  
• Reading and singing the song with the whole class. 
• Singing the instrumental or karaoke version.  
 
Moreover, we can prepare different worksheets adapted to the students’ level, using gap-filling, ordering 
sentences, matching activities, multiple choice exercises, drawings, etc.  
Thanks to the evolution of modern technologies (ICT) it is very easy to find a wide range of songs and nursery 
rhymes via Internet. There are many websites we can use to play music for learning English and watch their 
video clips, using the interactive whiteboard (IWB) which will make the activity more attractive and fun.  
Finally, nursery rhymes can be recited by ourselves, while showing the accompanying pictures and then 
children could recite them along with us. ● 
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